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ABSTRACT 



Increasingly, education systems are being privatized through 
various changes to organizational structures, to school management, and to 
funding mechanisms. Yet education remains publicly funded and therefore 
accountable to taxpayer preferences through voting mandates. This paper 
investigates the determinants of political support for the privatization of 
education in the United Kingdom. The electorate is assumed to apply 
cost-benefit calculations, depending on their circumstances, and a set of 
criteria for evaluating educational reforms is linked to individual voters’ 
characteristics. It is then possible to identify which voters would oppose or 
advocate educational reforms such as greater school competition, ability 
selection, and promotion of private schooling. Support for these reforms is 
then estimated using the British Educational Panel Survey. The results 
indicate that political preferences largely reflect the anticipated personal 
costs and benefits from educational reforms. Those with children are in favor 
of reforms to raise school competition, whereas those working in the 
education sector are against such reform. Those with higher anticipated tax 
liabilities favor privatization and support private schooling. Overall, 
however, educational reforms toward privatization received only minority 
support in Britain as of 1997. (Contains 29 references and 6 tables.) 
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Abstract - This paper investigates the determinants of political support for the privatization of 
education in the UK. The electorate is assumed to apply cost-benefit calculations, depending on 
their circumstances; a set of criteria for evaluating educational reforms is linked to individual voters' 
characteristics. It is then possible to identify which voters would oppose or advocate educational 
reforms such as greater school competition, ability selection and promotion of private schooling. 
Support for these reforms is then estimated using the British Educational Panel Survey (1997). The 
results indicate that political preferences largely reflect the anticipated personal costs and benefits 
from educational reforms. Those with children are in favour of reforms to raise school competition; 
those working in the education sector are against such reform. Those with higher anticipated tax 
liabilities favour privatization and support private schooling. Overall, however, educational reforms 
toward privatization received only minority support in Britain as of 1997. 
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1. Introduction 

Increasingly, education systems are being privatized through various changes to 
organizational -structures, to school management and to funding mechanisms (Patrinos, 
2000; Belfield, 2000). Much of this change has been driven by the ideologies for and 
evidence on marketization (see the discussions in Cohn, 1997, and by Levin, 2000). Yet, 
substantially, education remains publicly funded and therefore still accountable to taxpayer 
preferences through voting mandates. Surprisingly, though, there is only limited research on 
voters’ opinions and preferences in relation to privatization in education. This paper aims to 
fill this lacuna, using UK evidence on individuals' political opinions. 

Given public funding of education, direct opinions on education privatization are 
particularly important. First, the political process itself may only imperfectly represent the 
electorate's views: elections are sporadic and require voters to express preferences across 
many issues in a single vote. And for many, who do not lie close to the margin of the 
electoral decision, voting has extremely low power to effect change. Detailed study of 
individuals' preferences may therefore aid in predicting support for specific proposals (such 
as greater competition between schools). Second, the preferences regarding privatization of 
a particular voter with a vector of characteristics may not be immediately predictable. 
Support for privatization may come from diverse social groupings, each seeking a particular 
outcome from educational reforms; coalitions of diverse 'special interest' groups may 
therefore develop. 1 Third, privatization is debated through the legal system, which also aims 
to reflect the preferences of its citizens. 2 Legal reform may be a superior way to generate 
education reforms that reflect popular support. Finally, privatization itself is a complicated 

1 For discussion of the inability of past voucher schemes to satisfy coalition groups, see Catterall (1982). For a discussion 

of how voting maps to preferences, see Lewis-Beck and Paldam (2000). Shachar and Nalebuff (1999) report on the radonal 
investment patterns of political parties to influence voters in marginal districts. 
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